Life Applications, Animations, Illustrations, Illuminations
Paul A. Lowe, Jr., pastor of Shiloh Missionary Baptist church in Winston-Salem NC, makes the distinction between doing church work and doing the work of the church. 

Serving on committees: that's church work.

Ushering? That's church work.

But going out into the world and serving those that are in need?" That's the work of the church.

Evangelism is the work of the church. It's not church work.

—Paul A. Lowe Jr., "The Mission of the Church," The African American Pulpit, 5 (Summer 2002), 58-62.
***

The Spirit moving within the disciples will transform them into preachers, teachers, healers, miracle-workers, and exorcists (cf. Acts 4:7-10, 31,33; 6:5,8; 8:13). The Spirit moving in the world opens the way for the good news to be preached to the ends of the earth (cf. Acts 8:16-17, 26, 29; 10:9-16, 19-20; 11:20-21; 13:2; 16:9-10; 18:9-10; 23:11).

Jesus' 1st century admonition to take it to the edge is actually more in keeping with 21st century currents than with 20th century thinking. The world organizes itself, we've been taught to believe, according to a hump-shaped bell curve in which everything clusters around the middle or average. We even dubbed this bell curve a "normal" distribution curve, and assumed that everything would organize itself around this regularity. 

In our thinking the bell curve distribution is still seen as normal. But economic and social phenomenon are now following a different curve: The Well Curve, not The Bell Curve. Not big middles, but big extremes, a graph that spikes up at either end, and is collapsed in the middle.

"What one might call a lukewarm expression of religious community or commitment doesn't really appeal to me."

Lauren Winner, 26-year-old author of Girl Meets God (2003), Ph.D. in history, currently professor at University of Virginia (religion department). —Bill McGarvey, "Girl Meets God: A Conversation with Lauren Winner," Mars Hill Review, 21 (2003), 57-72, 63
***

Many schools are offering an extracurricular enrichment program called "Destination Imagination." Kids learn to work together, create, and problem solve a theatrical production and then present it in various competitions. After winning the local and regional competitions a school's kids earn the right to go to the next level . . . the Global Championships (held in Knoxville, TN!). 

The kids are energized, proud, and excited to be participating in a global competition. The only downer for the kids? There is no universal competition to enter later on. 

***

H. Richard Niebuhr once compared movement in theology and all thought to the activity of a bicycle rider, whose progress "is marked by an almost infinite number of variations of the wheel to right and left and by a constant balancing of his body through small inconspicuous shiftings of weight. If the variations of the wheel or of his balance become extreme in one direction, they must be compensated for by extreme variations in the other direction and when the corrections become over-corrections there is catastrophe." —H. Richard Niebuhr, Theology, History, and Culture (New Haven: Yale UP, 1996), 8. 
***

"Most animals do not have sex chromosomes; instead, it is often the temperatures experienced by a developing egg which have the decisive effect on gender: a cold spell in Florida and all the alligators hatch male; a heat wave and they're all female. In some turtle species, it works the other way around. As for crocodiles, any temperature extreme will make the eggs hatch female; males only emerge from the middle temperatures." —Mark S. Blumberg, Body Heat: Temperature and Life on Earth (Harvard University Press, 2003).
***

"Faith is walking to the edge of all the light you have and taking one more step." —B. Pate
***

What do you think of when you think of an interpreter? 

A tour guide on a trip, translating the language of another country? Someone who works at the United Nations in international diplomacy? Maybe someone interpreting for the hearing impaired at a public event?

These are the kinds of things I used to envision whenever I heard the word "interpreter:" all are someone with whom I do not have regular contact. But I'm beginning to see the need for my own personal, full time interpreter. 

Our society, even in rural areas, is rapidly becoming multicultural and multilingual. Spanish and Asian language signs are popping up everywhere. In my work at the courthouse, we have a full time Spanish interpreter. And we have interpreters available for the hearing impaired and for 25 languages other than Spanish, including Vietnamese, Cambodian, Bosnian, and Croatian.

Plus I'm beginning to see the need for interpreters, even when the people I converse with are speaking English!

Recently, a judicial friend was presiding over a case in a small, rural county. The defendant was charged with drunk driving and trying to assault the police officer who arrested him. To convict the defendant on the assault on an officer charge, the District Attorney had to proved that the defendant knew the person he was assaulting was a police officer. And the easiest way to do that is to show that the officer was wearing a police uniform, and therefore the defendant knew that this was a police officer. 

So the District Attorney asked the officer on the witness stand "And how were you attired when you pulled the defendant over?"

The witness looked at him blankly. It was clear he didn't know what the District Attorney meant by "attired". Everyone saw this but the District Attorney.

"Would you repeat the question, please?"

In a slightly irritated voice the District Attorney said, "And how were you attired when you pulled the defendant over?"

The witness still was puzzled. "Say that again", he pleaded.

"How were you attired when you pulled the defendant over?" barked the District Attorney.

My friend said you could suddenly see the light bulb come on in the officer's head, and he proudly proclaimed " I was traveling on standard issue radial tires!"

This officer needed an interpreter even within the English language!

That's what I'm getting at: We all need our own personal interpreter, full time, 24/7. So much of what we hear, even within the English language, we don't understand.

Computer lingo. Medical terns. Legal terms. Technical jargon in someone else's field. New technical jargon in our own field.

For example, in trying to study our text for this message, I delved into some theological terms which, though they were in English, I didn't understand. So I got some resources to help me interpret: 

The Interpretation Bible Commentary. The Interpreter's Bible Commentary The Interpreter's Bible Dictionary. Even the United Methodist magazine is called, guess what? . . . The Interpreter.

But maybe most of all, we need an interpreter in our relationships.

We talk to others and are not understood.

They talk to us and they're not understood.

Perhaps this is most true of the relationships where we might expect the best communication, the relationships with those we love the most.

Our parents.

Our children.

Our husbands. 

Our wives.

Our friends.

All too often, we talk the same language, but it might just as well be . . . Greek.

[Here you might use a drama depicting the difficulty of husbands and wives or parents and children communicating]

There's probably no more lonely, depressing feeling than feeling shut out and left behind. Like being in a foreign country where you don't understand a word people are saying. Or like being in a classroom or a job where everyone is nodding and catching on but you. Or like being in a relationship, where someone you love is not understanding you, and you are not understanding them.

Do you remember that old two-way radio test? One person would say

"Do you read me?" If the other could understand the communication, there would be the reply, "I read you loud and clear!"

We need our own personal interpreter to help us be heard loud and clear (With apologies to you English teachers, who would say "Loudly and Clearly").

We need an interpreter to take our garbled, bungled efforts at communicating, and translate them into a message that can be heard!

We need the Holy Interpreter.

Sisters and Brothers, we need the Holy Spirit!

That's the message of our scripture today, isn't it? That God, the Holy Spirit, who lives within us, will be our own interpreter to the world, if only we will let the Spirit free. 

Let me set the scene for you.

Jesus' followers are huddled in the upper room of a house on the morning of the Jewish Festival of Pentecost, shortly after Jesus has ascended onto heaven. They are Discouraged. Frightened. They feel abandoned, and suddenly, there came from heaven a noise like the blowing of a rushing, violent wind.

Wind, the biblical symbol for the Spirit of God's presence, for the creative and renewing power of the Lord.

And suddenly, what appeared to be tongues of fire lapping away, a separate flame rested on each one of these ragtag disciples.

Fire. The symbol of God's cleansing and purifying power. 

And suddenly, they all began to speak in foreign tongues, which was miraculous, because they had never learned these languages.

Dr. Luke, who wrote the book of Acts, makes it clear that he is talking about known foreign tongues, foreign languages here. He is not talking about glossolaia, the kind of speaking in tongues we read about in Corinthians, which are ecstatic utterances not intelligible to the human ear without the gift of interpretation.

No, these followers of Jesus were experiencing the Holy Spirit translating their vocal emissions in such a way that the words came out in a foreign language. 

They had their own interpreter.

Meanwhile, a huge crowd has gathered in the streets of Jerusalem to figure out where that loud wind sounding like a tornado came from. And the sound of all these languages.

Apparently Jesus' followers by this time had moved from the house into the streets, the courtyards, and the temple precincts, praising the wonders of God in these different foreign languages.

And guess what?

The people who were in the crowd were foreign Jews, who understood the languages being spoken! They were what was called the "Dispora Jews"; that is, Hebrews who lived in different foreign countries, who were visiting Jerusalem because of the Pentecost feast, or who had moved to Jerusalem from another country. From Rome. Or Libya. Or Mesopotamia. Or Asia.

And these foreigners were amazed they could read these Galilean Jews LOUD AND CLEAR!

What they couldn't understand is how these country hicks from Galilee could learn these exotic foreign languages—these Galileans with their redneck accents, their difficulty pronouncing guttural sounds, their habit of swallowing their syllables when they spoke. 

And why were they praising God at nine o'clock in the morning?

No wonder the crowd began to get restless, with some people saying, "What's going on here?", and others saying "Are these people drunk?" 

They could understand the words of their native language, but they couldn't understand what was going on.

That's when the Holy Interpreter, the Holy Spirit, steps in through Peter.

Peter, through the Spirit, interprets this for the crowd. He says "Fellow Jews, these people aren't drunk. Why it's too early to drink—it's only nine o'clock in the morning" (Peter obviously didn't know some of the people I've known in my life). 

Peter said "What you see isn't a bunch of drunks. You see people filled with the Holy Spirit! People empowered with the Spirit, telling you of the wonders of Gods love. Of His grace. Of His goodness. Of the Gospel of Jesus Christ!"

And he went on saying: 

All of this was promised long ago. The prophet Joel prophesied that God would send his Spirit to everyone:

Young and old.

Men and women.

Slave and free.

Rich and poor. Priest and laity.

Everyone will have the opportunity to be plugged into a power source that will interpret and transform their misguided human efforts at expressing love into crystal clear drops of true communication. To be plugged into a power source that we allow us to live and love in ways that would otherwise be unimaginable!

And through this interpretation of and by the Holy Spirit, Peter went on to preach a great sermon of salvation through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The Bible tells us that 3000 souls were saved that day!

Pentecost is when we celebrate the fact that each one of us can have our own personal interpreter with us, 24 hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year.

Pentecost is when we are invited to plug into the power of that interpreter, who can express our love for Jesus, our lives of faith, and the gospel in ways we can't even begin to imagine.

But there is a price tag for this personal interpreter. 

We have to be willing to stop being control freaks about our lives. We have to learn to trust the Spirit.

We don't like that, do we? Many of us are uncomfortable talking about the Holy Spirit. When it comes to the Trinity, we often feels, as Leonard Sweet puts it, "Two's company, three's a crowd!" This is the same Spirit in Romans that Paul tells us interprets our feeble prayers, through groans that words cannot express. 

To let the Holy Spirit take control of our lives means that we let the Spirit's wind blow away our cobwebs of selfishness and the dust of our insensitivity. The Bible says the Spirit "blows where it wills." Barbara Brown Taylor says it "Blows down the chimney of our lives and turns all the lawn furniture upside down." 

To let the Holy Spirit take control of our lives is to let the purifying power of the Spirit burn away our jealousies, and refine and galvanize us, so that we CAN break down language barriers and be heard.

To be plugged into the power of the Spirit means that we can no longer focus on our own desires and accomplishments, like the people of the Tower of Babel did. At Babel, their selfishness and pride resulted in a worldwide breakdown of communication. But Pentecost REVERSES Babel and says, "If you ride the wings of this wind, nothing can limit your love, not even the Babel language and communication barriers!" 

Letting the Holy Spirit be your interpreter may mean that you wind up talking to people that you wouldn't ordinarily talk with.

Like foreigners in our comfort zone. 

Modern day Parthians, Medes, Elamites, and Cretes.

Such as people of a different race.

Or people of a different class.

People of a different sexual orientation.

People with a different set of values.

People who don't travel in our circles.

People we may not WANT to read us loudly and clearly.

To let the Holy Spirit interpret your life is to step out of our comfort zones. To risk becoming, as Leonard Sweet puts it, "Dangerously Christian." To risk that people might think we are drunk or even crazy! To really focus on people we are relating to—to stoop, if necessary! 

When John Wesley finished writing a sermon, he wasn't finished. He'd read it to his maid, and eliminate any words she didn't understand. Through the interpretive leading of the Spirit, one of the greatest minds of the Enlightened era and the Industrial Age learned to reach the six-pack culture of his day.

To let the Spirit interpret our lives means that we will be able to communicate the Gospel of salvation through Christ to people that we might not even want to speak with. 

To let the Spirit interpret our lives means that we risk experiencing true intimacy with our loves ones, with all the sacrifice that true love and commitment brings.

Are we ready for this? 

Or is it easier to go through life without our personal interpreter? To live life at half speed? To batten down the hatches when the Holy Spirit's wind blows our way? To, as Barbara Brown Taylor puts it, "Reach for an umbrella when God starts to pour down the fiery flames of the Spirit."

Are we ready to trust the Spirit to lead us where the Spirit will? 

And take us to people and places will the Spirit will?Let us pray that we are!
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"The inaugural outpouring of the Spirit creates ripples throughout the world as the Spirit continues to come in power. Pentecost is the epicenter, but the earthquake gives forth further aftershocks. Those rumbles continue through the ages." —Sinclair Ferguson, The Holy Spirit
***

Want an example of some English needing an interpreter? Here's an excerpt from a fairly recent Harvard University Press book (Charles Travis' Unshadowed Thought: Representation in Thought and Language [2001]):

A thought is something there is to think: what one things in thinking thus and so. One thinks things to be a certain way; what one thinks is a matter of which way one thus thinks things. A thought, so conceived, may be right (or wrong) in the sense that it's a right (or wrong) thing to think; in thinking it, one thinks what is (or is not) so. One thinks what is right, in this sense, just where what one thinks—on this conception, the thought—is so. Here a thought is identified by the conditions whose obtaining would make thinking it right.
OKAY. I give up.

***

A language instructor was explaining to her class that in Spanish, nouns unlike their English counterparts, are grammatically designated as masculine or feminine. "House," in Spanish, is feminine—"la casa." "Book," in Spanish, is masculine—"el libro."

One puzzled student asked, "What gender is computer?"

The teacher didn't know, and the word wasn't in her Spanish dictionary. So for fun she split the class into two groups appropriately enough, by gender and asked them to decide whether computer should be a masculine or feminine noun.

Both groups were required to give four reasons for their recommendation.

1. The men's group decided that computers should definitely be of the feminine gender ("la computer"), because:

2. No one but their creator understands their internal logic. 

3. The native language they use to communicate with other computers is incomprehensible to everyone else. 

4. Even the smallest mistakes are stored in long-term memory for possible later retrieval. 

5. As soon as you make a commitment to one, you find yourself spending half your paycheck on accessories for it. 

1. The women's group, however, concluded that computers should be masculine ("El computer"), because:

2. In order to get their attention, you have to turn them on. 

3. They have a lot of data but they're still clueless. 

4. They are supposed to help you solve problems, but half the time they ARE the problem. 

5. As soon as you commit to one, you realize that if you'd waited a little longer, you could have gotten a better model. 

The women won.

***

With all the sadness and trauma going on in the world at the moment, it's worth reflecting on the death of a very important person which almost went unnoticed recently. Larry LaPrise, the man who wrote "The Hokey Pokey" died peacefully at age 93. The most traumatic part for his family was getting him into the coffin.

They put his left leg in . . . and then the trouble started.

—With thanks to Karina Gygax
. 

